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Up Brethren, the Time has come to leave
for North America, the promised Land.—Harmonite hymn

For many who left their homes to cross the

ocean, America was “the promised land.” For

the pious Germans who left the Duchy of Wurt-

temberg and built Economy, now Old Economy

Village on the Pennsylvania Trail of History, “the

promised land” was not merely a Biblical allusion.

These pilgrims, led by George Rapp, a vinedresser

and weaver from Iptingen, came to found a com-

munity of brotherhood and labor which would

foreshadow the millennium. Here they prepared

for Christ’s return.

Economy was the third and final home of

the Harmony Society, which was formally estab-

lished at Harmony, Pennsylvania, in 1805. The

members of the Society were Pietists, part of a

larger movement which shaped the religion of

many Germans who had earlier come to Penn-

sylvania.

For many years “Father” Rapp had been

acclaimed by his followers as a prophet, a view

which he himself shared. Moved by his teaching,

thousands had forsaken “sectarian formulas” to

heed the word of God and had renounced the

institutional and sacramental church (Lutheran)

to form a simpler “fellowship in Christ.”

As closely aligned as church and state were

at home, it is not surprising that this separatism

upset the authorities and that Father Rapp and

many of his followers looked toward America as

a haven. Rapp arrived aboard ship in Philadel-

phia in 1803. The following year he purchased

a town site in Butler County, now the village of

Harmony, and a major program of building was

begun. By 1806 the community numbered about

700 souls. As was common to Pietist societies,

the members deeded their property to the Society.

Two years later, the practice of celibacy was insti-

tuted as a preparation for Christ’s coming. In

1815, to gain the advantage of water transport,

they moved to Indiana. In 1825 that community

was sold to Robert Owen, the English reformer

—

and was renamed New Harmony, as it remains



today—and the Harmonists returned to Pennsyl-

vania to again seek more profitable markets.

Here, at Old Economy Village, on a 3,000-

acre tract, the Society established a large manu-
facturing center, among the principal products of

which were textiles of cotton, wool, and silk, all

of them acclaimed for their quality. Its farms

were also productive. For a time this was the

leading industrial community in the West.

Except for a split provoked in 1832 by a

fake messiah, “Count Leon,” who created a great

deal of trouble, the Harmonites led uneventful but

prosperous lives. However, the death of Father
Rapp, the advance of the Industrial Revolution,

celibacy, and the dearth of new members brought
a decline. During its later period the Society

invested in railroads, factories, land, lumber, and
oil. The Society was dissolved in 1905.

The town of Economy once covered about
twenty acres. Old Economy Village occupies the

center 6.7 acres of this area. What has been
preserved and now restored is the administrative,

cultural, and economic center of the town.

The large Feast Hall was the cultural center.

In it were located the museum, printing press,

and adult school. The love feasts, so typical of

Pietist societies, were shared in the great Hall

on the second floor. The Feast Kitchen, where
meals for about 800 people could be prepared

on feast days, is nearby.

Several shops may be seen, the cabinet mak-
er’s, the tailor’s, the barber’s and the cobbler’s.

The doctor’s office, the apothecary shop, and the

wine cellar provided the basic needs of the com-
munity. Often close to a million dollars of busi-

ness was handled in the store in a single year.

The dwelling, which may be visited, is one
of the mass-produced houses in which these

people lived as “brothers and sisters.” One may



see in the neighborhood many of the Harmonist

dwellings, now used as private homes. There is

also the large formal garden with its grotto, pavil-

ion, vines, arbors, and boxwood-lined paths, and

the kitchen garden of the Great House.

The Great House itself is quite different from

the typical dwelling and shows how well the So-

ciety treated its leaders. George Rapp lived in

it, as did his adopted son, Frederick Reichert (or

Rapp), his business manager. It was Reichert

who designed the buildings and planned the com-

munity. The cemetery is located two blocks south

on 11th and Church Streets. Across the street

from the Great House is the church, completed in

1831, now St. John’s Lutheran.

An extensive program of restoration, now

completed, has enhanced the historical and archi-

tectural impact of Old Economy Village. Visitors

may see it now as its members did at the zenith

of its career.

Visiting Hours
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Daylight Saving Time : 8 : 30 A.M. to 5 : 00 P.M.
|

weekdays; 1:00 to 5:00 P.M. Sunday.
|

Winter: 9:00 A.M. to 4:30 P.M. weekdays;
|

1:00 to 4:30 P.M. Sunday. jl

I
Hours subject to change.

Telephone: Ambridge, Code 412, 266-4500


